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Abstract 
This paper examines what is permissible sexual progress in English primary schools by 
exploring the possibilities ± but also the limitations ± of the introduction of familial 
sexualities. In recent years, Stonewall (a prominent and politically mainstream Lesbian, 
Gay and Bisexual charity) have increasingly utilised µthe family¶ DVDµFKLOG-IULHQGO\¶
topic to encourage primary educators to broach same-sex relationships by incorporating 
WKHLUµLQFOXVLYH¶UDQJHRI'LIIHUHQW)DPLOLHVUHVRXUFHVLQWROHVVRQV7KLVVWUDWHJLF
manoeuvre emerges in a socio-political and spatiotemporal context dominated by 
QHROLEHUDOVH[XDOSROLWLFVDQGIROORZVµPRUDOSDQLFV¶VXUURXQGLQJTXHHUSURJUHVVLYH
politics inspired initiatives, most notably No Outsiders (2006-2009) which previously 
XQVHWWOHGLQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHGGLVFRXUVHVRIµFKLOGKRRGVH[XDOLQQRFHQFH¶LQSXUVXLQJ
radical, but arguably necessary approaches for disrupting and undoing heteronormativity. 
In spite of this, 6WRQHZDOO¶s Different Families, Same Love initiative is now the dominant 
approach for introducing lesbian and gay sexualities in English primary schools; yet, little 
is known about how primary-aged children respond to this intervention. Focusing on a 
leading exponent of 6WRQHZDOO¶Vinitiative, I explore 4-9 year olds dis/engagements with 
gay and lesbian sexualities when introduced in a familial context. Reflecting on mixed 
ethnographic and focus group data, I question not only which gay and lesbian sexualities 
µprogress¶LQFRQWHPSRUDU\(QJOLVKSULPDU\VFKRROV, but also how well. To this end, 
recommendations are made for improving families curricula without losing sight of the 
limits of this approach. 
 
Stonewall; sexuality; family; school; education; progress   
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The repeal of Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act in England and Wales in 
2003 and Scotland in 2000 KDVEHHQZLGHO\FHOHEUDWHGDVDWXUQLQJSRLQWIRUµVH[XDOLWLHV
HTXDOLW\¶DQGLQFOXVLRQLQVFKRROV'H3DOPDDQG$WNLQVRQ6HFWLRQSURKLELWHG
8./RFDO$XWKRULWLHVIURPµSURPRWLQJ¶KRPRVH[XDOLW\DVDµSUHWHQGHGIDPLO\
UHODWLRQVKLS¶6$/RFDO*RYHUQPHQW$FWDQGWKLVFUHDWHGDFOLPDWHRIIHDUDQG
uncertainly which hung over schools for decades (Epstein, 2000; Epstein and Johnson, 
1998). The fact that legislation, such as the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and 
Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 now supports schools in introducing children to 
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same-sex families could be taken as a sign of sexual progress. Indeed, 6WRQHZDOO¶V
Different Families, Same Love initiative, which utilises a diverse understanding of 
µIDPLO\¶WRLQWURGXFHFKLOGUHQ to WKHLGHDRIµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶LVQRZZLGHVSUHDGLQ
English primary schools. While such developments are promising, it would be 
inappropriate to equate the introduction of same sex families with progress just because 
this was once prevented as this overlooks the effectiveness of this approach and the 
broader socio-political and spatiotemporal context in which such contested initiatives 
emerge. 
 
In bringing this to the fore, this paper extends a previous study (Hall, 2018) scrutinising 
post-Section 28 µgender and VH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ¶ii for older primary school children by 
uniquely H[DPLQLQJ\RXQJHUFKLOGUHQ¶V mixed reactions to 6WRQHZDOO¶Vdominant 
approach for introducing lesbian and gay sexualities at the outset of English primary 
education. Stonewall ± a prominent and politically mainstream national Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, and Transiii charity ± launched Different Families (as it will now be known) in 
2011 following µPRUDOSDQLFV¶ in 2008 surrounding the progressive left project No 
Outsiders (DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a) with Stonewall favouring the introduction of 
familial sexualities as a more µFKLOG-IULHQGO\¶ approach. While this has popular appeal, in 
this paper I question what is permissible (sexual) progress in English primary schools by 
exploring the possibilities ± but also the limitations ± of using µfamily¶ to present lesbian 
and gay sexualities DVµMXVWOLNH¶KHWHURVH[XDOcounterparts.      
 
In considering permissible progress, I follow Monk (2011) in unravelling the politics of 
SURJUHVVVXUURXQGLQJVXSSRVHGµLQFOXVLRQ¶RIVH[XDOPLQRULWLHV± particularly through 
legal recognition of same-sex couples and their families ± in a world that is now 
supposedly µwon¶ (Weeks, 2007; see Browne and Bakshi, 2013). In doing so, I draw on 
0RQN¶VQRWLRQRIspeakability as constituted through the Foucauldian concept of 
µFRQGLWLRQVRISRVVLELOLW\¶GLVFXUVLYHIUDmeworks of knowledge grounded in and made 
SRVVLEOHE\DSDUWLFXODUKLVWRULFDOHSRFK)RXFDXOWWRµUHYHDOWKHconditionality of 
ZKDWRQWKHVXUIDFHDSSHDUVWREHDQLQFOXVLYHSURJUHVVLYHSROLWLFV¶Monk, 2011: 201; 
italics in original). This approach is couched within a broader understanding of the sexual 
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politics of neoliberalism (Bell and Binnie, 2000; Duggan, 2003; Stychin, 2003) ± µD
politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions but 
upholds and sustains theP¶'XJJDQ± and what Duggan hails as 
KRPRQRUPDWLYLW\µDFFHSWDQFHRIWKHPRVWDVVLPLODWHGJHQGHU-appropriate, politically 
PDLQVWUHDP¶ Foregrounding speakability and neoliberal sexual politics in the 
socio-political context of English primary schools, this paper links the active socio-
political work these schools undertake with WKHVWDWH¶VPRELOL]DWLRQRIVFKRROVDVsocio-
political institutions in taking an outward looking perspective that µthinks through 
education¶ (Thiem, 2009) to provide DFULWLFDODQDO\VLVRI6WRQHZDOO¶V'LIIHUHQW)DPLOLHV
approach.  
 
Before situating 6WRQHZDOO¶Vinitiative in a broader socio-political and spatiotemporal 
context, I outline the research project from which this study emerges.    
 
The Formation, Implementation and Reception of Gender and 
Sexualities Education in English Primary Schools 
 
Data presented in this paper emerges from an 18-month study in two English primary 
schools which are considered by Stonewall to be leading exponents of their primary 
µ6FKRRO&KDPSLRQV¶SURJUDPPH (see Hall, 2018). In this paper, I focus on data from 
Weirwold (pseudonym), which is a co-educational, maintained community primary 
school located in a socially and ethnically diverse part of Greater London, UK. 
Community primary schools are the largest of five types of state-maintained schools 
which ± at the time of research ± account for 87% of all English primary schools (NFER, 
2014). Maintained schools are funded by central government via their local authorities 
and are required to teach the National Curriculum. At the time of research, the school had 
one form entry with approximately 250 pupils on roll (ages 4-11), which - according to 
Ofstediv ± makes it an average-sized primary school.  
 
Fieldwork relating to Weirwold primary school took place between February 2012 and 
May 2013 and consisted of ethnographic research (including four weeks of classroom 
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observations with detailed field notes taken during lessons and a field diary used for 
subsequent reflections), 11 semi-structured interviews with senior school management, 
teachers and Stonewall representatives, and 19 year-group-based focus groups with 92 
children aged 5-11. Consent forms for focus groups were issued to every child in school 
and informed consent was gained from guardian(s) and children themselves (written and 
verbal). Typically, 3-7 consent forms were returned per class so every child wishing to 
participate were invited to do so. The sample reflected children of various parental 
viewpoints and backgrounds. Textual, visual, and critical discourse analysis of 
government legislation and guidance (including Parliamentary discourse); Stonewall 
UHVRXUFHVDQGSXEOLFDWLRQVVFKRROOHVVRQSODQVDQGVFKHPHVRIZRUNDQGFKLOGUHQ¶V
classroom-based work completed the methodology. All data was thematically coded and 
analysed in NVivo. 
 
This paper presents data generated through all these methods, but particularly from 11 
year-group-based focus groups with 51 children aged 4-9 which took place in resource 
areas towards the end of each school visit (see Table 1). This allowed children to reflect 
on Different Families lessons and it allowed me to produce tailored focus group 
schedules, which included a hypothetical different families game as a participatory 
µFKLOG-FHQWUHG¶PHWKRGVHH+HPPLQJ7KLVLQWHUDFWLYHJDPHLQYROYHGFKLOGUHQ
making fictitious families from a range of playing cards and stimulated discussion (and 
non-verbal interaction) around intelligible and unintelligible families.  
 
 
TABLE 1: SCHEDULE OF SCHOOL VISITS AND FOCUS GROUPS 
February 2012 One-and-a-half-week ethnography prior to and during key topic week  ? ? ?ǯ ?-4  
May 2012 One-week ethnography outside of key topic week 
2 focus groups with 3 boys and 7 girls from Year 3  
February 2013 One-and-a-half-week ethnography prior to and during key topic week  ? ? ? ? ?ǯ ?-4 
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May 2013 One day ethnography and feedback outside of key topic week 
 
6LWXDWLQJ6WRQHZDOO¶V Different Families approach in a 
socio-political and spatiotemporal context 
 
In the context of Section 28, recognising same-sex families in English primary schools 
may well be taken as a sign of sexual µSURJUHVV¶7KLVLQIDPRXVDQGKLJKO\FRQWHVWHG
legislation followed two incidents in a London Education Authority in the late 1980s: a 
primary school headteacher who had taught pupils that the love between Romeo and 
Juliet could be known as heterosexual (the implication being that heterosexuality was not 
µQDWXUDO¶DQGWKDWWKHUHDUHRWKHUSRVVLELOLWLHV, and the availability of the book Jenny 
Lives with Eric and Martin (Bösche and Hansen, 1983) LQDWHDFKHU¶VUHVRXUFHFHQWUH 
(Epstein and Johnson, 1998). The latter, more renowned incident is understood to have 
inspired the controversial wording of the act (Epstein, 2000). The book depicted a young 
girl raised by same-sex parents in a series of family-album style photographs. What was 
particularly troubling about these photographs was the ordinary, everyday depiction of 
same-sex family life which was regarded by many as a threat to idealised (heterosexual) 
nuclear families (Stacey, 1991). The fact that this book could have made its way into 
schools fuelled a µPRUDOSDQLF¶WKDWHYHQWXDOO\FXOPLQDWHGLQOHJLVODWLYHGLVDYRZDORI
µDOWHUQDWLYHIDPLOLHV¶ (Epstein and Johnson, 1998).   
     
7KHµV\PEROLFHIIHFW¶RISection 28 created a climate of fear and uncertainly which hung 
over schools for decades (Epstein, 2000). This deterred teachers from discussing sexual 
diversity ± and especially same-sex families ± for IHDURIµSURPRWLQJ¶KRPRVH[XDOLW\
while for others it endorsed homophobia (Epstein and Johnson, 1998). Section 28 was 
repealed in England in 2003, but its symbolic action was profound, not least for 
contemporary government legislation and guidance (Hall, 2018; Ellis, 2007; Monk, 
2011). As Johnson and Vanderbeck (2014) have shown, a compromise with religious 
groups in the form of new statutory sex education guidance had to be reached to get a 
repeal of Section 28 through the House of Lords. This guidance, which remains 
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unchanged to date H[HPSOLILHVWKHVWDWH¶VPRELOL]DWLRQRIVFKRROVDVVRFLR-political 
institutions through requiring them to reaffirm the importance of (heterosexual) marriage 
and traditional family life ± LQIDFWVWDWLQJKRZµWKHUHVKRXOGEHQRGLUHFWSURPRWLRQRI
VH[XDORULHQWDWLRQ¶± in teaching about µWKHVLJQLILFDQFHRIPDUULDJHDQGVWDEOH
relationships as key building blocks of FRPPXQLW\DQGVRFLHW\¶ (§1.21 DfEE 0116/2000). 
This stance was strengthened in an amendment to the Education Act 1996 which states 
that when sex education is provided pupils PXVWµOHDUQWKHQDWXUHRIPDUULDJHDQGLWV
importance for family life and the brinJLQJXSRIFKLOGUHQ¶ZKLOHDWWKHVDPHWLPHEH
µSURWHFWHGIURPWHDFKLQJDQGPDWHULDOVZKLFKDUHLQDSSURSULDWHKDYLQJUHJDUGWRWKHDJH
DQGWKHUHOLJLRXVDQGFXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQGRIWKHSXSLOVFRQFHUQHG¶6$(GXFDWLRQ
Act 1996, as amended by S.148(4) Learning and Skills Act 2000).  
 
This negotiated framework for sex education ensures the continuation of religious 
interests in governing knowledge about (homo)sexuality in schools through preserving 
the prestige of (heterosexual) marriage and traditional family life, and regulating 
µGDQJHURXV¶KRPRVH[XDONQRZOHGJH(SVWHLQ-RKQVRQDQG9DQGHUEHFN
While the Adoption and Children Act 2002 and Civil Partnership Act 2004/ Marriage 
(Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 may now require UK schools to also recognise same-sex 
families and marriage, this does little more than compound a prevailing discourse on the 
desirability of monogamous childrearing nuclear relationships. Duggan (2003) and 
Stychin (2003) situate this apparent µVH[XDOSURJUHVV¶LQWKHFRQWH[t of neoliberal 
economic and cultural globalisation, which deeply affects legal and political 
developments. Both show how neoliberal sexual equality politics ± premised on 
governing sexuality within a climate of liberalisation ± has undemocratically dominated 
US, UK and increasingly global gay political discourse since the 1990s by promoting ± 
amongst other things ± monogamous marriage as an unproblematic way for sexual 
PLQRULWLHVWRUHFHLYHFLWL]HQVKLSULJKWVDQGEHµLQFOXGHG¶LQFLYLOVRFLHW\,QWKLVFRQtext, 
PDUULDJHLVYLHZHGDVµDVWUDWHJ\IRUSULYDWL]LQJJD\SROLWLFVDQGFXOWXUHIRUWKHQHZ
QHROLEHUDOZRUOGRUGHU¶'XJJDQZKLFKDGYDQFHV± under the guise of progress 
for the gay and lesbian community ± nothing more than the unmarked interests of 
prosperous white men. So, even though English primary schools may now play an active 
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socio-political role in introducing same-sex marriage and families, an apparent 
achievement in the context of Section 28 this only serves to forward vested interests of a 
homonormative neoliberal elite and privilege those willing and able to conform to 
heteronormative ideals.  
 
Butler (2002) warns that emulation of a normative and idealised heterosexual nuclear 
IDPLO\ZLOODOZD\VIDLO$V<RXGHOOH[SODLQVµUHSUHVHQWLQJJD\OLIHDVµMXVWOLNH¶
heterosexual life constitutes heterosexual life as the ideal [and] risks disavowing lives 
that do not look like this idealized hetero-PRQRJDPRXVQXFOHDUIDPLO\¶,Q
other words, collusion reinforces (hetero)norms and ± as Ryan-Flood (2009) adds ± 
ignores the role of sexuality in LGBTQ+ families with same-sex marriage and families 
privileged at the expense of other, increasingly marginal sexualitiesv. Such scepticism is 
shared amongst other scholars who, like Youdell (2011) question whether popular gay 
DQGOHVELDQFKLOGUHQ¶VOLWHUDWXUHHJAnd Tango Makes Three (Richardson and Parnell, 
2005); King and King (De Haan and Nijland, 2002); King and King and Family (De Haan 
and Nijland, 2004)) may be contributing to heteronormativity (processes and practices 
through which heterosexuality is normalised; see Warner, 1993) by exclusively depicting 
lesbian and gay characters in legally and culturally sanctioned monogamous nuclear 
relationships (see DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a). Focusing on the couple and the family 
over the individual, and holding this up as a model of acceptability is believed to 
reinforce the patriarchal and heterosexist institution of marriage and the perceived 
superiority of heteronormative, child-centred family relationships (also see Donovan, 
2008).  
 
5HFRJQLWLRQRIµDOWHUQDWLYHIDPLOLHV¶JDLQHGPRPHQWXPLQ%ULWDLQDIWHUFRQGHPQDWLRQRI
µSUHWHQGHGIDPLO\UHODWLRQVKLSV¶LQ6HFWLRQ:HHNV et al. (2001) refer to this as a 
FODVVLFH[DPSOHRIDµUHYHUVHGLVFRXUVH¶DQGWKLVFDQEHFOHDUO\VHHQLQUHODWLRQWR
6WRQHZDOO¶Vendeavours; an organisation founded in 1989 in response to Section 28 
(Stonewall, 2014). Stonewall campaigned for same-sex adoption and civil partnerships/ 
same-sex marriage with subsequent legislation informing 6WRQHZDOO¶Vprimary school 
work. As 6WRQHZDOO¶VSenior Education Officer recalled in 2012: 
9 
 
 
>:@HGLGQ¶WKDYHRXUHGXFDWLRQFDPSDLJQZKHQZHZHUHOREE\LQJIRU&LYLO3DUWQerships 
[so] having that in place does give an awful lot of gravitas to the work we do now around 
Different Families. Now we have legal recognition for same-sex couples we can talk in 
primary schools about the fact that some children are brought up by parents who are in 
Civil Partnerships 
 
 ,QWHUYLHZZLWK6WRQHZDOO¶V6HQLRU(GXFDWLRQ2IILFHU0D\ 
 
The Civil Partnership Act 2004 repositioned school responsibility towards same-sex 
couples in civil partnerships by placing an onus on schools to recognise same-sex 
families. This received greater prominence in 2013 with the introduction of the Marriage 
(Same Sex Couples) Act. Stonewall mobilise this legislation to inform and legitimise its 
Different Families initiative. Subsequent Stonewall-commissioned research, such as the 
2010 Different Families Report ± which influenced the publication of 6WRQHZDOO¶V
Including Different Families Education Guide ± has since emerged through this 
GLVFXUVLYHFRQWH[WDQGVWUHQJWKHQHGWKLVµFKLOG-IULHQGO\¶DSSURDFKStonewall now has a 
range of Different Families resources to complement these publications and these are 
widely used by English primary schools in actively reproducing prevailing, but contested 
socio-political understandings and processes.        
 
While this policy context is significant, the emergence of 6WRQHZDOO¶V Different Families 
LQLWLDWLYHDOVRQHHGVWREHVLWXDWHGLQDZLGHUFRQWH[WRIµPRUDOSDQLFV¶VXUURXQGLQJ
progressive left projects. As 6WRQHZDOO¶VSenior Education Officer explains, the Different 
Families approach also came as a response to radical initiatives which, in unsettling 
LQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHGGLVFRXUVHVRIFKLOGKRRGVH[XDOLQQRFHQFHµKDYHQ¶WJRQHVRZHOO¶ 
      
We spent about a year risk assessing the dangers of doing work in primary schools 
[because] other organisations have attempted to do other initiatives, some of which have 
JRQHZHOOVRPHRIZKLFKKDYHQ¶WJRQHVRZHOO:HVSHQWDORQJWLPHMXVWWKLQNLQJDERXW
ZKDWZHZDQWWRWDONDERXWZKDWGRQ¶WZHZDQWWRWDONDERXWKRZ do we want to 
PHVVDJHLWKRZGRQ¶WZHZDQWWRPHVVDJHLW:HWKHQVSHQWVRPHWLPHWKLQNLQJDERXWWKH
kind of resources we wanted to make once we realised that it was really about different 
families. [O]ur main concern was to make sure that it is done in the most age appropriate 
DQGVHQVLWLYHZD\DQGWKDW¶VZK\ZH¶YHGRQHLWLQDZD\WKDWFRXOGQHYHUEHVHHQDV
offensive to everyone 
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 ,QWHUYLHZZLWK6WRQHZDOO¶V6HQLRU(GXFDWLRQ2IILFHU0D\ 
 
In this discussion, No Outsidersvi emerged as a key example of a primary school initiative 
ZKLFKKDVQ¶WJRQHVRZHOONo Outsiders (2006-2009) was an Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) funded Action Research project which brought together 
university-researchers, teachers, and practitioners to understand, challenge, and undo 
heteronormativity in English primary schools (see DePalma and Atkinson, 2009b). This 
queer progressive politics inspired project, which moved beyond liberal ideals of equality 
by foregrounding queer praxis (applying queer theorisations of gender and sexuality 
premised on bringing about radical social change) faced adverse reaction from some 
parents and school staff, particularly following sensationalist tabloid news media 
coverage (see Hall, 2015). In response to this backlash, 6WRQHZDOO¶VSenior Education 
2IILFHUGHVFULEHVKRZDPRUHµVHQVLWLYH¶DQGµDJHDSSURSULDWH¶DSSURDFKZDVWDNHQZLWK
the creation of Different Families UHVRXUFHVµWKDWFRXOGQHYHUEHVHHQDVRIIHQVLYHWR
HYHU\RQH¶ 
 
In this context, not beinJµRIIHQVLYH¶DQGWDNLQJDPRUHµVHQVLWLYH¶DQGµDJH-DSSURSULDWH¶
approach can be taken as adopting what Nixon (2009) ± building on Silverstein and 
Picano (1993) and Rofes (2000) ± FDOOVµYDQLOODVWUDWHJLHV¶KLJKO\VDQLWLVHG
representations of safe and approved sexual practice and fantasy that are deemed 
acceptable in the teaching profession. The acceptability of these strategies, which are 
both popular and plain are premised on Western constructions of childhood (sexual) 
innocence and child development; discourses which are spatialised in English primary 
VFKRROVDVµFXOWXUDOJUHHQKRXVHV¶Hall, 2015; 2018; Renold, 2005). 6WRQHZDOO¶V
VRFLRVSDWLDOUHIHUHQFHWRµWKHGDQJHUVRIGRLQJZRUNLQSULPDU\VFKRROV¶ bring these 
dominant, yet contested understandings of children as vulnerable and naïve to the fore, 
and emphasise how schools are QRWSXULILHGVSDFHVWKDWQXUWXUHµLQQRFHQW¶FKLOGUHQEXW  
concentrated sites of contestation around issues of power and identity (Hall, 2015; 
DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a; Epstein and Johnson, 1998). Indeed, they are key arenas 
for the production and regulation of sexual discourses, practices and identities (also see 
Renold, 2005). The No Outsiders project exposed these deep-rooted processes and 
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assumptiRQVDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VFRPSHWHQFH WKDWHQFRXUDJHµYDQLOODVWUDWHJLHV¶LQ(QJOLVK
primary schools by testing the limits of speakability and permissible progress (Monk, 
2011).  
 
Critical examination of childhood and developmental discourses ± as these inform the 
SDUDPHWHUVRIµVFKRROLQJVH[XDOLWLHV¶(SVWHLQDQG-RKQVRQ ± are the basis of 
0RQN¶Vexploration RIWKHSROLWLFVRISURJUHVVVXUURXQGLQJµanti-homophobic 
EXOO\LQJ¶: an increasingly utilised means for gender and sexualities education in English 
primary schools (see Hall, 2015; 2018). As Monk has shown, the imagined liberal 
subjects of anti-homophobic bullying discourse invoke problematic models of child 
GHYHORSPHQWWKDWLPSOLFLWO\UHVWRQKHWHURQRUPDWLYHDVVXPSWLRQVDERXWWKHFKLOG¶V sexual 
IXWXUH7KLVLVQRWUXHUWKDQIRUXVHRIUHODWLRQVKLSVDVDQLQGLFDWRURIµVXFFHVVIXO
DGXOWKRRG¶LQDVVRFLDWHGSV\FKRORJLFDOUHDVRQLQJZKLFKSRVLWVWKHLQDELOLW\WRIRUP
µVWDEOH¶DGXOWUHODWLRQVKLSVnote statutory guidance on sex education following repeal of 
Section 28) as a disorder. For Monk, this: 
 
µcoheres with the widespread political support for the Civil Partnership Act 2004 (CPA) 
[which] was frequently premised, often explicitly, on the view that it would enable and 
support lesbian and gays to establish stable relationships. Indeed, some Conservative 
SROLWLFLDQV>«@H[SOLFLWO\OLQNHGWKHLUVXSSRUWIRUWKH&3$ZLWKH[SUHVVLRQVRIUHJUHWWKDW
the attitudes underlying their earlier support of Section 28 may have prompted 
promiscuity amongst ga\PHQ¶ 
 
Several, interconnected implications follow this observation. First, citing Duggan (2004), 
Monk illustrates how denial of marriage rights has been understood as keeping sexual 
minorities in a state of permanent adolescenFH7KDWLVWRVD\µDUUHVWHGGHYHORSPHQW¶
(Epstein, 2000) follows denial of access to the unproblematic heteronormative institution 
of marriage (Donovan, 2008). Citing Stychin (2006), Monk also illustrates how 
responsibilities that come with rights offered through marriage have been understood as 
SURYLGLQJDGLVLQFHQWLYHIRUµLUUHVSRQVLEOH¶FRQGXFWZKLFKLVWDNHQWRLQFOXGH
µSURPLVFXRXVVH[UHODWLRQVKLSEUHDNGRZQDWZLOODQGWKHVHOILVKQHVVRIOLYLQJDORQHRU
perhaps even living with friends and acquaiQWDQFHV¶6W\FKLQ,QH[SUHVVLQJ
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FRQFHUQDERXWFLWL]HQVKLSSDUWQHUVKLSHQWLWOHPHQWVWDNLQJFHQWUHVWDJHLQµQHZJD\
SROLWLFV¶6W\FKLQZDUQVKRZ 
 
the disciplinary, normalising function of liberal law reform may constrain us by acting to 
limit the variety of ways of living ± of styles of life ± which sexual dissidents historically 
have developed. [L]egal recognition may limit our ability to recognise that we can 
construct our lives so as to defy the categorises which law traditionally has sought to 
impose upon us (2003: 4). 
 
Stychin (2003) underscores the costs of assimilation that come with rights discourse ± for 
those conforming and for those increasingly marginalised as sexual dissidents ± 
FRQFOXGLQJWKDWµULJKWVDQGFLWL]HQVKLSFODLPVVHHPRQO\WRµZRUN¶WKURXJKµUHSOLFDWLQJ
KHWHURVH[XDODUWLFXODWLRQVRIWKH³JRRGFLWL]HQ´¶6W\FKLQFLWLQJ%HOODQG%LQQLH
2000: 30). In this analysis, Stychin (2003) also stresses the central role of the (traditional, 
middle-class nuclear) family as a societal model for producing responsible, active young 
citizens (also see Eng, 2010).  
 
In effect, the seductive language of liberalism and rights (Stychin, 2003) together with 
the perceived inappropriateness of No Outsiders DVDQµLGHRORJLFDOly H[WUHPH¶'XJJan, 
2003) left project galvanised 6WRQHZDOO¶VVHHPLQJO\PRUHDSSURSULDWHµFKLOG-IULHQGO\¶
DSSURDFK:KLOHWKLVµYDQLOODVWUDWHJ\¶1L[RQPD\KDYHZLGHDSSHDOE\EHLQJOHVV
threatening, it undermines queer progressive politics and more radical interventions 
premised on disrupting heteronormativity (DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a); the condition 
in which homophobia is produced (Ellis, 2007). Yet, despite the importance of radical 
(queer) initiatives even 6WRQHZDOO¶VµYDQLOODVWUDWHJLHV¶ are regarded by some as 
contentious in the fraught, cultural microcosm of the English primary school as recent 
protests at a UK Birmingham primary school demonstrate (Parveen, 2019).  
 
Despite numerous interventions in English primary schools, 6WRQHZDOO¶s Different 
Families initiative is now the dominant approach for introducing gay and lesbian 
sexualities. This permissible progress has been achieved through lobbying for and then 
mobilising neoliberal government policy to inform and legitimise what ± in the context of 
the English primary school ± can cRXQWDVµage-appropriate¶. The suitability of 
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6WRQHZDOO¶Vapproach has since been sanctioned by Ofsted following lobbying to include 
ZKHWKHUµSXSLOVKDYHKDGDQ\OHVVRQVDERXWGLIIHUHQWW\SHVRIIDPLOLHV¶2IVWHG 
as a key consideration in inspection guidance relating to VFKRROV¶DFWLRQVWRZDUGV
preventing and challenging homophobic bullying. This endorsement is significant given 
2IVWHG¶Vinfluence in schools in England and as 6WRQHZDOO¶VSenior Education Officer 
revealed in a 2012 interview: 
 
ZH¶YHEHHQOREE\LQJDQGZRUNLQJZLWK2IVWHGIRUPDQ\\HDUVRQWKLV>VR@ZH¶UH
GHOLJKWHGWKDWWKH\¶YHPDGHVXUHWKDWWKLVLVLQFOXGHG 
  
In effect, approving this particular approach consolidates 6WRQHZDOO¶s Different Families 
initiative as the way to introduce gay and lesbian sexualities in the increasingly 
desexualised cultural arena of the English primary school. Stonewall, which acts 
µPHWRQ\PLFDOO\IRUWKHFLYLOLVHGJD\FLWL]HQ¶6W\FKLQEHFRPHVHPEOHPDWic of 
'XJJDQ¶VFODLPWKDW 
      
no longer representative of a broad-based progressive movement, many of the dominant 
national lesbian and gay civil rights organisations have become the lobbying, legal, and 
public relations firms for an increasingly narrow gay, moneyed elite. [T]he push for gay 
PDUULDJH>«@KDVUHSODFHGWKHDUUD\RISROLWLFDOFXOWXUDODQGHFRQRPLFLVVXHVWKDW
galvanized the national groups as they first emerged from a progressive social 
movements context several decades earlier (2003: 45). 
 
Having situated 6WRQHZDOO¶VDifferent Families initiative in a socio-political and 
spatiotemporal context, I now explore primary school FKLOGUHQ¶VGLVHQJDJHPHQWVZLWK 
6WRQHZDOO¶V approach for introducing gay and lesbian sexualities. Reflecting on mixed 
ethnographic and focus group data, I question not only which gay and lesbian sexualities 
µSURJUHVV¶EXWDOVRKRZZHOO 
 
³/RDGVRISHRSOHKDYHWZRPXPVDQGWZRGDGV´
reconstituted families and the intelligibility of same-sex 
parents 
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Sociological and geographical literature on families recognise how this is not a 
homogenous or monolithic institution, but increasingly diverse with children raised in a 
variety of family forms and often in more than one household (see Stacey, 1991; 
ValentiQH$VVXFKWKHHQGXULQJSRZHURIµWKHIDPLO\¶RIWHQQDUURZO\UHJDUGHG
as conventional, heterosexual nuclear families) has been problematised for the way this 
conceals a complex and diverse array of family forms which include lone-parents; 
cohabiting partners (with or without children); queer family arrangements; and 
reconstituted families (step-parent families) (Gillis, 1996). According to these 
FRPPHQWDWRUVLWLVWLPHZHDEDQGRQHGWKHLGRORIµWKHIDPLO\¶DQGEHJLQYDOLGDWLQJD
greater variety of families. This does not entail replacing family, but rather recognising 
alternative families or ± as Weeks et al. (2001) prefer ± µIDPLOLHVRIFKRLFH¶. While talk of 
family may appear to be at odds with queer critiques of hetero-patriarchal life, Valentine 
(2008) and others stress how family ± defined in the broadest sense ± remains a form of 
relationship that most people strive for and are attached to. Indeed, as Goss argues:          
 
The appropriation of the term family is not an assimilationist strategy of finding 
respectability in general society. We are not degaying or delesbianizing ourselves by 
describing ourselves as family. In fact, we are Queering the notion of family and creating 
families reflective of our life choices. Our expanded pluralist uses of family are 
politically destructive of the ethic of traditional family values (1997: 12). 
 
7KLVIRFXVRQµFKRLFH¶FRPHVFORVHUWR:HHNVHWDO¶VSUHIHUUHGµIDPLOLHVRIFKRLFH¶
terminology which attempts to convey the disruptions that µQRQ-heterRVH[XDO¶SHRSOHDV
Weeks et al. (2001) termed it then) cause to heteronormative/biological understandings of 
family through their use of reproductive technologies and the designation of non-
biological parenting. Such disruptions may be less apparent in the more contemporary 
language of alternative or different families, which appear to have largely superseded the 
notion of µIDPLOLHVRIFKRLFH¶ I return to this point later.    
 
6WRQHZDOO¶VDifferent Families initiative can also be situated within this academic 
context. 6WRQHZDOO¶VUHVRXUFHVDLPWRGLVUXSWWKHLGRORIµWKHIDPLO\¶E\recognising a 
greater range of families, including those ZLWKµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶7KHVHIDPLOLHVDUH
depicted in resources alongside more µconventional¶ family arrangements and Stonewall 
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encourage primary educators to combine these resources with others when delivering a 
topic on families. In Weirwold primary school, the Different Families scheme of work 
was introduced in Nursery and continued in subsequent years as part of themed topic 
weeks. This took various forms and was delivered in different ways in a range of lessons, 
although 6WRQHZDOO¶V Different Families posters were always the linchpin of this scheme 
of work (see Figure 1 ± online only). As lesson plans illustrate, other resources and 
activities either follow-on or build towards 6WRQHZDOO¶Vposters. These include producing 
a family tree in Art and circle time discussion of Civil Partnerships/ Same-sex Marriage 
in Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE). Core text books were associated with 
each lesson plan and these included And Tango Makes Three (Richardson and Parnell, 
2005); King and King and Family (De Haan and Nijland, 2004); If I had a Hundred 
Mummies (Carter, 2007); and Spacegirl Pukes (Watson and Carter, 2006). These were 
usually read and discussed as part of an initial Literacy lesson.   
 
FIGURE 1 - ANNOTATED DIFFERENT FAMILIES 3267(5$1'&+,/'5(1¶62:1)$0,/<
TREES 
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/HIWWRULJKW6WRQHZDOO¶Vµ'LIIHUHQW)DPLOLHV6DPH/RYH¶SRVWHUDQQRWDWHGLQD<HDU
OHVVRQDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VRZQIDPLO\WUHHV)HEUXDU\ 
Source: Weirwold primary school 
 
As the first extract demonstrates, opening-XSµWKHIDPLO\¶DQGYDOLGDWLQJdifferent families 
appear to allow children to comprehend families with µPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶HYHQLIQRW
initially understood as potentially same-sex: 
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JH Who can tell me what this poster is ǫȋǯ
Different Families poster) 
Ruth ǥǡ
dad (points to corresponding image) 
Jeana ǯ
and a brother and a sister 
JH Is that a family as well? 
Jeana Yeah 
Robert And that is a mum and a dad but the ǯ 
Jeana ǯ 
JH A mum and a mum? 
ALL Yes 
JH Is that a family? 
ALL Yes 
Ruth And a dad and dad 
JH And is that a family? 
ALL Yeah 
Salma Some people have step mums, like ǡǯ 
 
*** 
 
JH What have you learnt about families? 
Muna There are different kinds of families 
JH What do you all think about that? 
ALL Good! 
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JH Why is that good? 
Muna ǯ
looks after you because whoever 
looks after you still loves you 
 
Focus Groups with Year 1 (February 2013)vii 
 
7KURXJKRXWWKHVHH[FKDQJHVFKLOGUHQSOXUDOLVHDQRWLRQRIµWKHIDPLO\¶EH\RQGD
singular, conventional heterosexual nuclear model. Children first recognise variance 
within heterosexual family arrangements, for instance children with grandparents or step-
pDUHQWV7KLVILUVWGLVUXSWLRQWRWKHLGHDOL]HGµLPDJLQHGIDPLO\¶*LOOLVRSHQVXS
FRQFHSWXDOVSDFHLQZKLFKµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶EHFRPH intelligible. Recognising step-
parents (reconstituted families) legitimises the possibility that some children KDYHµ
PXPV¶RUµGDGV¶, as Salma points out and one child even made this relevant to his own 
situation as someone who is adopted:       
 
Tom suddenly starts telling me about his family; that he has a brother and 
a sister. He then says that he has two mums and two dads and that he is 
adopted.            
                      Weirwold field notes (Year 3, February 2012) 
 
This exchange occurred during a family tree activity where children were encouraged to 
UHIOHFWRQZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµIDPLO\¶IRUWKHP7om went on to explain how he has two 
sets of parents: a biological mum and dad, and a mum and dad that adopted him. While 
6WRQHZDOO¶Vintention RIµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶DVVDPH-sex partners may have been 
appropriated here to make sense of reconstituted (heterosexual) families, children were ± 
nevertheless ± making this idea relevant and meaningful to their own situation or those of 
others.  Far from being unusual, FKLOGUHQZLWKµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶ZDVFRQVLGHUHG
fairly common. With this in mind, a former Weirwold pupil who had same-sex parentsviii 
was not regarded by classmates as being any different from other children who also have 
µPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶,QGHHGDV0LNHUHLWHUDWHVLQWKHQH[WH[WUDFWµORDGVRISHRSOH
KDYHWZRPXPVDQGWZRGDGV¶ 
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JH ǯ
mentioned today. Who can tell me ǯǫ 
Moira I know, he had two mummies and 
one dad 
JH Ok, what do you think about that? 
Mike It is alright cos loads of people have 
two mums and two dads 
Natasha ǯ cos one of my ǯǯ
 
Focus Group with Year 3 (February 2012) 
 
This exchange demonstrates how same-sex partners can be rendered intelligible when 
introduced in a familial context, given the ZLGHUDSSOLFDELOLW\RIµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶WR
reconstituted (heterosexual) families. As such, opening-XSQDUURZFRQFHSWLRQVRIµWKH
IDPLO\¶E\HQFRXUDJLQJFKLOGUHQWRUHFRJQLVHGLYHUVHIDPLO\DUUDQJHPHQWVDSSHDUVWR 
legitimise some lesbian and gay sexualities. While children in Years 1-3 may not have 
used the terms lesbian and gay in these initial exchanges, in a follow-up focus group a 
year later some of the same Year 3 children applied these terms when commenting on the 
SRVVLEOHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶$VSUHYLRXVO\GLVFXVVHGWKLVIRFXV
group incorporated an activity which involved children making hypothetical families 
using a range of picture cards. Each child was invited in turn to make a family using any 
and as many of the picture cards as they wanted. In the extract that follows, some 
FKLOGUHQYROXQWHHUWRPDNHIDPLOLHVZLWKµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶UHFRJQLVLQJWKHVH
parents as potentially lesbian and gay:            
 
JH One at a time, I would like you to 
make a family 
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Umran This is a woman ... (adds a man) ... 
and a child ... and they have a baby 
boy 
 (Children agree that this could be a 
family)  
Mike The mum and the mum and the 
baby and the son 
JH What do you all think about this 
family? 
Umran It is possible 
Natasha The ǡǯǥ
children 
>«@ 
Umran ǯǤǤǤ
two men 
JH ǯǡǫ 
Umran ǡǯǡ
after they adopted that child 
JH Does everyone agree that this could 
be a family? 
ALL Yes 
JH What do you all think about this 
family compared to the others? 
Hayley He is much handsomer 
ALL (laugh) 
Mike I think it is ok 
Umran Yeah, I think it is ok because you 
can have family like that/ 
Natasha ǯǥ
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 ǤǤǤǯ
people are gay or not, they can still 
have a family and they can be 
together for the rest of their lives 
 
 Focus Group with Year 4 (February 2013) 
 
In this example, the oldest children (8-9 years old) volunteer to make fictitious same-sex 
families following initial creation of a conventional, heterosexual nuclear family. 
Hierarchical ordering aside, this group of children sanction these family arrangements ± 
albeit through the logic of adoption ± commenting KRZµLWLVSRVVLEOH¶DQGµRN¶+D\OH\
even treats the potential gay relationship trivially by adding a humorous touch before 
1DWDVKDDGGVKRZµLWGRHVQ¶WPDWWHULIVRPHSHRSOHDUHJD\¶ 
 
While responses in this section indicate an increasing level of awareness, they do not 
necessarily reveal how children feel about same-sex families/intimacy or how they might 
make sense of such families beyond adoption logic, which was often regarded as 
unfortunate LQFKLOGUHQ¶V informal classroom discussions (Weirwold field diary, 2012-
13). Elsewhere, I conceptualise responsesVXFKDVµLWGRHVQ¶WPDWWHULIVRPHSHRSOHDUH
JD\¶DVSHUIRUPLQJµDFFHSWDQFH¶,QRWHKRZFKLOGUHQRIWHQFLWHOLEHUDOGLVFRXUVHVRI
HTXDOLW\LQµIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional space (i.e. classroom and assembly hall), 
VRPHWLPHVUHKHDUVLQJLQWKHOLPLQDOUHVHDUFKVSDFHRIWKHIRFXVJURXSWREHDµJRRG
stuGHQW¶)ROORZLQJ%XWOHU,GLVWLQJXLVKWKLVµSHUIRUPDWLYHVHOI¶IURPD
µSHUIRUPDWLYHVXEMHFW¶± DµJRRGSHHU¶± that simultaneously recuperates 
KHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\LQµLQIRUPDO¶PLFUR-institutional space (i.e. corridors, toilets, and the 
playground) in order to achieve viable subjecthood (see Hall, 2018).  
 
While liberal acceptance of same-sex families with adopted children is performed by 
some children, as demonstrated in this section, elsewhere and on other occasions children 
felt compelled to reinstate heteronormativity. In the next section, I demonstrate how 
heteronormativity was more often recuperated in response to the subversion of the 
conventional, heterosexual nuclear family.                             
22 
 
 
2. Recuperating heteronormativity by heterosexualising the 
UHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶ 
 
Despite concerns about assimilation and collusion (e.g. DePalma and Atkinson, 2009b; 
Nixon, 2009; Rofes, 2000; Youdell, 2011), the previous section established that for some 
children a Different Families approach may allow some lesbian and gay sexualities to be 
rendered intelligible. However, children are not a homogeneous group and the legitimacy 
of different families ZDVQRWµDFFHSWHG¶E\DOO,QWKHPDMRULW\RIIRFXVJURXSVFKLOGUHQ
reinstated heteronormativity and gendered expectations by rejecting the feasibility of 
lone-parents, DQGKHWHURVH[XDOLVLQJWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶$V
this first extract demonstrates, children felt compelled to recuperate heteronormativity 
and gendered norms, reinstating the superiority of an idealised heterosexual nuclear 
family in the face of lone-parent subversion: 
 
Ramha ǯǥȀ 
Joseph ǯ 
Ramha ǯǥǯ
girl 
 (The children agree that this could 
be a family) 
JH Ok, Ayliah, can you make a family 
Aayat ǥǥ
mum 
JH Why have you put that there? 
(Joseph has added a dad) 
Joseph Because the dad keeps going to a 
different country 
 
*** 
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JH Could this be a family (I make a 
family with a dad and children) 
Matthew ǥ
a mum (adds a mum) 
JH ǯ
(I remove the mum) 
Matthew That (reintroduces the mum) 
Gabi Well you can if the mum died or if ǡǯ
have it like that forever 
 
Focus groups with Year 2 (February 2013) 
 
In these exchanges, efforts to legitimise lone-parent families (potentially queer subjects) 
are contested by some children who resist the desirability of singletons. In both instances, 
Joseph and Matthew coerce others into reinstating idealised heterosexual nuclear families 
and its biological underpinning through imposing heterosexual coupledom (see 
Wilkinson, 2014)ix. This exposes a dominant construction of family that is embedded in a 
particular understanding of the connection between sex, relationships, conception and 
reproduction; something ZKLFKZDVDOVRHYLGHQWHDUOLHULQUHODWLRQWR/XNH¶VVDPH-sex 
family which ± to make (heterosexual) sense ± included the absent presence of a dad. 
This dominant, biological/heteronormative construction of family intensified when 
FKLOGUHQVSHFXODWHGRQWKHOLNHO\UHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶:KLOH
some children suggested that these could be same-sex partners, more often children 
dismissed this possibility in favour of elaborate heterosexual explanations. As the 
following extract demonstrates, children overwhelmingly recuperated heteronormativity 
E\KHWHURVH[XDOLVLQJWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµPXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶ 
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JH Could this be a family (I make a 
family with two dads and two 
children)? 
NUMEROUS No! 
JH Why? 
Gina It could if these two are 
boyfriends 
Matthew ǯ 
JH ǯǫ 
Matthew ǯǥ
need a mum 
Gina It could still be this one because ǥ
mum went on holiday/ 
Gabi Or both of the mums went on ǯ
want to stay on his own so he ǥ
his friend of the other wife and 
they just stayed together 
 
>«@ 
  
JH Could this be a family (I make a 
family with two mums and two 
children)? 
Gina They could be girlfriends 
Matthew ǯ
not real because we need a dad 
and that would make a really good ȋȌǥ
now you make a family 
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JH So who could these 2 mums have 
been? 
Gabi Child-minders 
Joseph That could be the sister/ 
Nadiv And that could be the aunty 
Aayat That could be the mum and that 
could be the grandma  
Ramha This could be the uncle, this could 
be the dad 
Joseph These could be brothers  
 
Focus group with Year 2 (February 2013) 
 
This group did not volunteer to PDNHIDPLOLHVZLWKµPXPV¶RUµGDGV¶, despite how 
these were introduced in class, so in both instances ,PDGHK\SRWKHWLFDOIDPLOLHVZLWKµ
PXPV¶DQGµGDGV¶DQGSUHVHQWHGWKHVHIRUFRPPHQW:KLOH*LQDLQLWLDOO\VXJJHVWVWKDW
WKHµGDGV¶FRXOGEHµER\IULHQGV¶DIWHU0DWWKHZ¶VUHSXGLDWLRQ*LQDVXFFXPEVWR
masculine authority by acceding to the biological/heteronormative framing that Matthew 
introduces. Gabi, like others takes up this framing too LQFROOXGLQJZLWK0DWWKHZ¶V
silencing and delegitmisisation of families with same-sex parents. In other focus groups, 
gay and lesbian ± terms endorsed in class ± are used by some children in recognition of 
same-sex relationships.  However, once again these identities are disavowed and those 
defending the legitimacy of same-sex families eventually accede to 
biological/heteronormative framingVRIµIDPLO\¶:  
                           
JH Hura, can you make a family 
Hura This/ 
Salam It is got to be a man and women! 
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Lucy It could be gay ... it could be gay 
Salam ǯȋ
of the men with a woman) 
JH ǤǤǤǯ
swapped one of the/ 
Salam ǤǤǤǯ
baby 
Lucy Yeah, ǯ 
Hura ǯǤǤǤ
you might like a boy and you wanna 
marry that boy/ 
Usman Urh! (Looks disgusted) 
Hura ǯǤǤǤ
want to adopt some children 
Usman ǯǨ 
Lucy Yeahǡǯ
find a lady and be like oh, I want to 
get married and then they can get a 
kid and then go GO AWAY, I HATE 
YOU, I WANT A DIVORCE (in a high 
pitched voice) 
 
Focus group with Year 3 (February 2013) 
 
In this example, Lucy suggests that the two dads could be gay and continues to endorse 
this possibility ± despite 6DODP¶VLQVLVWHQFHWKDWDµPDQDQGDPDQFDQ¶WKDYHDEDE\¶ ± 
by suggesting that adoption (just one route to parenthood) is possible. However, in 
response to persistent acts of repudiation, Lucy ± like others ± eventually succumbs to 
PDVFXOLQHDXWKRULW\E\XQGHUPLQLQJWKHLQWHJULW\RIµJD\GDGV¶FRQFHGLQJWKDWWKH\
deceived a woman into having a baby. This deference to masculine authority, which can 
also be simultaneously read as femininized avoidance of confrontation occurs again later 
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LQWKHIRFXVJURXSZKHQ/XF\FRQFHGHVWKDWOHVELDQSDUHQWVµWULFNHG¶PHQLQWRKDYLQJ
babies.  
 
,QERWKLQVWDQFHVGRPLQDQWELRORJLFDOKHWHURQRUPDWLYHFRQVWUXFWLRQVRIµIDPLO\¶IRXQGHG
on deep rooted connections between sex, relationships, conception and reproduction 
prevail over the legitimacy of same-sex adoption or other routes to parenthood, as more 
acutely conveyed in :HHN¶VHWDO¶V (2001) conceptions of µIDPLOLHVRIFKRLFH¶:KLOH
FKLOGUHQ¶VDZDUHQHVVRIUHFRQVWLWXWHGIDPLOLHVPD\KDYHPDGHWKHLGHDRIµPXPV¶DQG
µGDGV¶LQWHOOLJLEOHdata presented in this section highlights the importance of broaching 
the role of sexuality in LGBTQ+ families and endorsing the distinctiveness of how same-
sex families are formed since children clearly lack this knowledge and understandably 
revert to heteronormative reproduction (Carlile and Paechter, 2018; Ryan-Flood, 2009; 
Taylor, 2009; Weeks et al., 2001). Yet, in the context of the English primary school 
where heterosexuality has an invisible, taken-for-granted presence, any talk of same-sex 
sexuality would be at odds with the supposed desexualised nature of schooling (also see 
Hall, 2015; 2018; Renold, 2005; DePalma and Atkinson, 2009a). As Taylor (2009) fears, 
homonormative family forms may well be incorporated into this taken-for-granted 
invisibility with schools mistakenly thinking that mere representation of same-sex 
families is enough.  
 
Acknowledging the invisible structuring presence of (hetero)sexuality in English primary 
schools and normalising the distinctiveness of how same-sex families are formed (to 
include, but not limited to adoption)x needs to take place alongside an awareness of the 
enduring power of KHWHURQRUPDWLYHµORJLF¶DQGthe limits of introducing gay and lesbian 
sexualities in a familial context. This also drives individual and collective/dialogical 
speech-acts which surround FKLOGUHQ¶V negotiations and exchanges. For example, prior to 
/XF\¶VUHSXGLDWLRQRIOHVELDQPXPV8VPDQDQG+DOHHPDQRWKHUFKLOGLQWKHIRFXV
group) make comments which expose the continuing desirability of a µFRQYHQWLRQDO¶
heterosexual QXFOHDUIDPLO\:KLOH,KLJKOLJKW8VPDQDQG+DOHHP¶VFRPPHQWVKHUHLW
would be inadequate for Islamophobic readings to follow. Indeed, as Eng arguesµWKH
production of queer liberalism and the discourse of racialized immigrant homophobia are 
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WZRVLGHVRIWKHVDPHOLEHUDOFRLQ¶xi. As the next extract reveals, Usman and 
Haleem ± like other boys who instigate the re-centring of heteronormative imaginings of 
families ± wield heterosexually monogamous versions of reproduction to make 
distinctions between proper and improper families. As a result, conventional heterosexual 
nuclear families are positioned as both µQDWXUDO¶DQGVXSHULRUWRLQDGHTXDWHLPLWDWLRQV 
 
 JH Niyanthri, can you make a family? 
Niyanthri ǤǤǤǤǤǤǯ
gay couple/ 
Lucy Lesbian 
Niyanthri And they have these babies 
JH What does everyone think about 
this family? 
Haleem It is silly ... it is not a good one, the 
best one was here (points to 
where his conventional 
heterosexual nuclear family had 
been) 
Usman It made sense 
JH Why? 
Haleem These two ... how can they have 
children ... it has to be a man and a 
woman to have children 
 
>«@ 
JH Usman, can you make a family 
Usman Mum and dad ... and children ... ǯǤǤǤǤǤǤǯǯ 
JH What does everyone think about 
this family? 
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Haleem It is correct ... it is good because it 
makes sense 
 
Focus group with Year 3 (February 2013) 
 
Such exchanges simultaneously illuminate the fragility of the acceptability of same-sex 
families in the face of the normative heterosexual model with normatively imagined 
heterosexual nuclear families erasing, discrediting or undermining lesbian and gay 
sexualities when introduced in a familial context. This could well be intensified in the 
social space of the primary school where some (heterosexual) families are more visible in 
± for example ± the playground and as a result of school policies and everyday 
institutional practice which may ± even inadvertently ± uphold normative heterosexuality 
(Hall, 2018; Carlile and Paechter, 2018; Ryan-Flood, 2009). This includes the circulation 
and re-enforcement of (hetero)norms in everyday institutional language and the 
designation of FKLOGUHQ¶Vprimary parent in official school records, which tends to 
normalise school engagement with a mum (Carlile and Paechter, 2018). This is in 
addition to intensified heteronormative sex education following the repeal of Section 28 
(again illustrating the VWDWH¶VPRELOL]DWLRQRIVFKRROVDVVRFLR-political sites; see Thiem, 
2009) and FKLOGUHQ¶Vown investments in reinstating normative (hetero)gender/sexuality 
in school corridors, playgrounds, and toilets (Hall, 2018). This often gives rise to a 
cultural arena saturated with heteronormative discourses and practices (also see DePalma 
and Atkinson, 2009a; Renold, 2005). As such, perhaps it should not be surprising that 
families with opposite-sex parents are regarded as µFRUUHFW¶DQGµWKHEHVW¶ and making 
most sensexii.  
 
The ability of institutional heteronormativity and dominant biological/heteronormative 
constructions of family to preclude the intelligibility of Different Families can also be 
clearly seen in the final example when the popular, but highly criticised book And Tango 
Makes Three (Richardson and Parnell, 2005) is read to Reception children (4-5 years old) 
GXULQJDVFKRRODVVHPEO\7KLVµWUXHVWRU\¶RIWZRPDOHSHQJXLQVWKDWUHDUDQDEDQGRQHG
FKLFNLQD1HZ<RUN]RRW\SLILHVPDQ\µFKLOGIULHQGO\¶ERRNs endorsed by Stonewall as 
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befitting for a primary school context+RZHYHUDVWKHVHFRQGFKLOG¶VUHVSRQVHWRWKLV
story indicates, institutional heteronormativity and dominant biological/heteronormative 
constructions of family gives rise to mis-readings of stories that emulate a normatively 
imagined heterosexual nuclear family:           
 
As Chris reads the story, he points out how lots of different families are 
going to the zoo to see animals that all have different families of their own 
(repeated throughout) and Chris notes how Roy and Silo are both boys. 
When Chris has finished reading the story, he reiterates how lovely it was 
because the two penguins did not think they could have a family. 
Chris then asks the children what they enjoyed about the story and one 
FKLOGUHSOLHVµWKHFKLFN¶EHIRUHDVHFRQGFKLOGVWDWHVµWKHFKLFNDQGWKH
PXPP\¶&KULVUHPLQGVWKHFKLOGUHQWKDWLQWKLVVWRU\WKHFKLFNGLGQRW
have a mummy.    
 
Field notes (November 2012) 
 
$V<RXGHOODUJXHVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIJD\OLIHDVµMXVWOLNH¶KHWHURVH[XDOOLIHDUH
part of a performative politics and a citational chain that reinscribes heteronormativity. 
7KHPDOHSHQJXLQV¶LQFXEDWLRQRIWKHHJJDQGUHDULQJRIWKHFKLFNµFLWHVDQGLQVFULEHVWKH
normative status of heterosexuality, monogamous adult coupling, homemaking and the 
rearing of young as the coveted prize of couplings entered into by enduring, self-evident, 
QDWXUDOVXEMHFWV¶:KLOHattempting to assert the legitimacy of homosexual 
emulation, even with much needed background work on the role of sexuality in LGBTQ+ 
families and the distinctiveness of how same-sex families are formed (Carlile and 
Paechter, 2018; Ryan-Flood, 2009; Taylor, 2009; Weeks et al., 2001) there are limits to 
introducing lesbian and gay sexualities in the context of families. Such approaches ± 
unavoidably ± constitute monogamous heterosexual nuclear family life as the ideal.   
                                                   
 Conclusion 
 
I began this paper by noting how ± in the context of Section 28 ± recognising Different 
Families in English SULPDU\VFKRROVPD\ZHOOEHWDNHQDVDVLJQRIµSURJUHVV¶$V(SVWHLQ
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(2000) and others have shown, the symbolic effect of Section 28 was profound and 
knowledge of same-sex families ± at least until recently ± had been erased from 
educational spaces. While µYDQLOODVWUDWHJLHV¶ (Nixon, 2009) can still be important in 
µWKLQNLQJWKURXJKHGXFDWLRQ¶EH\RQGWKHVHFWRU7KLHP, simply introducing 
Different Families without prior government-sanctioning of the distinctiveness of how 
same-sex families are formed FDQUHVWULFWFKLOGUHQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIµfamily¶ beyond 
biological/heteronormative constructs. This means turning to the state to resolve issues of 
mobilizing schools as sites of social reproduction. This would also go some way to 
countering institutional heteronormativity which pervades the everyday spaces of 
schooling (Hall, 2018). That said, schools are not merely a container of prevailing socio-
political understandings and processes, as stressed earlier and have an active role in their 
contested (re)production. This means that schools should also reflect upon and challenge 
how normative (hetero)gender/sexuality permeates school cultures and undermines 
equalities initiatives (see Delenty, 2019).                   
 
As stressed throughout, sexual progress in English primary schools is also not merely 
about improving families curricula, which has limits as an approach (Butler, 2002; 
Youdell, 2011). As outlined at the outset, it is crucial to always ask which sexualities are 
µSURJUHVVLQJ¶LQDQGEH\RQG(QJOLVKSULPDU\VFKRROV. 6WRQHZDOO¶VDifferent Families 
initiative has become the dominant approach for introducing primary-aged children to 
lesbian and gay sexualities; yet, as I have shown, this approach emerges within a specific 
socio-political and spatiotemporal context where vested interests in monogamous nuclear 
relationships ± stemming from problematic neoliberal sexual politics ± prevail and where 
µFKLOGIULHQGO\¶LVYHU\PXFKGHILQHGE\ZKDWLVVXSSRVHGO\QRWµFKLOGIULHQGO\¶QDPHO\, 
queer progressive politics inspired initiatives (i.e. No Outsiders). Yet, as many scholars 
argue, approaches informed by queer praxis, which move beyond liberal ideals of 
HTXDOLWLHVDQGµLQFOXVLRQ¶DUHQHFHVVDU\WRV\VWHPDWLFDOO\GLVUXSWDQGXQGR
heteronormativity (Hall, 2018; DePalma and Atkinson, 2009b; Ellis, 2007). As such, this 
paper argues for adjustments to families curricula in English primary schools alongside 
seizing opportunities for queer educational praxis. This would include queering 
normative (hetero)gender/sexuality in everyday institutional practice and curricula as 
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well as incorporating discussions of same-sex intimacies beyond talk of Different 
Families.         
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ii
 This is not a term used in law or statutory/non-statutory government guidance. Rather, I use this term to 
HQFDSVXODWHVFKRROVZRUNDURXQGKHWHURVH[LVPKRPRSKRELDDQGµVH[XDOLWLHVHTXDOLW\¶'H3DOPDDQG
Atkinson, 2009b), and when referring to aspects of government legislation and guidance which, when 
JURXSHGWRJHWKHUFRXOGEHVHHQWREHSURGXFLQJµJHQGHUDQGVH[XDOLWLHVHGXFDWLRQ¶ 
iii
 When the Different Families initiative was intURGXFHG6WRQHZDOO¶VIRFXVZDVRQVH[XDOLW\)URP
6WRQHZDOOFDPSDLJQHGIRU7UDQ¶VULJKWV 
iv
 2IVWHG2IILFHIRU6WDQGDUGVLQ(GXFDWLRQ&KLOGUHQ¶V6HUYLFHVDQG6NLOOVLVD8.LQVSHFWRUDWHWKDW
reports to Parliament. 
v
 Although as Weeks (2007) points out, without this inclusion even more people would be marginalised 
with regards to parental rights and ordinary citizenship (also see Carlile and Paechter, 2018). 
vi
 While No Outsiders has been more recently associated with a Birmingham primary school following 
high-profile protests, here I am referring to the original No Outsiders project (DePalma and Atkinson, 
2009a).   
vii
 Culturally and ethnically sensitive pseudonyms are given to children to retain a sense of the diverse 
backgrounds (see Epstein, 1998).      
viii
 :HLUZROG¶V'HSXW\+HDG7HDFKHUYHULILHGWKLV 
ix
 According to developmental literature, it could be argued that this is because young children are not able 
to extrapolate beyond their own circumstances (Shaffer and Kipp, 2010). However, given the diversity of 
FKLOGUHQ¶VRZQIDPLOLHVLWLVVXUSULVLQJKRZSRZHUIXODQRWLRQRIµLPDJLQHGIDPLOLHV¶ZHOLYHE\± the 
image of the relationships we aspire to ± remains (Gillis, 1996). 
x
 I would suggest that adoption as unfortunate or less preferred needs addressing more systematically 
alongside the feasibility of other routes to parenthood.     
xi
 As Eng (2010) demonstrates, discourses of progress in relation to LGBT inclusion rely on constituting a 
racialized ± often Muslim ± Other to European modernity (µRYHUWKHUH¶DVZHOODVµRYHUKHUH¶ ± as seen in 
UHFHQWµ0XVOLP/*%7HGXFDWLRQSURWHVWV¶DWD%LUPLQJKDPSULPDU\VFKRROLHCox, 2019; Preece, 2019). 
In recognition of neoliberal family paradoxes, especially state-amplified heteropatriarchal dependencies in 
LPPLJUDQWFRPPXQLWLHV(QJHQFRXUDJHVXVWRµUHWKLQNKRZUDFHDQGVH[XDOLW\DUHV\VWHPDWLFDOO\
dissociated in a putatively colorblind [sic] age [by developing] a more robust politics of intersectionality in 
the face of neoliberal practices and poliFLHV¶          
xii
 )DLWKPD\DOVREHDQLQWHUVHFWLQJIDFWRUKHUHLQWHUPVRIµZKDWRXJKWWREH¶ (see Valentine and Waite, 
2012).        
 
